The role of the MRC in biomedical research in the UK and elsewhere (for they also operate overseas) is to obtain the maximum dividend from the deployment of their funds (at present about £25 million per annum) by way of supporting advances in knowledge relevant to medical science. To achieve this they complement research efforts in universities and medical schools and by staff in the Health Service, and they also support some research establishments of their own. As far as funds for medical research in the UK are concerned, those from the MRC do not, at present, form more than one-third of the total available from governmental (e.g. University Grants Committee and health departments) and non-governmental sources (e.g. private foundations, pharmaceutical industry, &c.).
For this and other reasons the Council concentrate their efforts on questions of selection and of balance. With regard to the former the three basic considerations, which are to some extent in conflict, are: (1) That resources must be allocated and mobilized towards the realization of specific objectives.
(2) The truly outstanding must, in so far as is possible, have full support. (3) There must be an element of 'ground cover' support across the whole field of medical research, because no advances could be made if there is no foundation on which to build.
As regards questions of balance, these comprise balance between long-term and short-term investment, between direct and indirect support, between support ofresearch and research training, between one subject and another, between concentration of effort and diffusion of support more widely, between support of the established and support of the new, between staff and apparatus, &c.
The biomedical spectrum is very broad, ranging from the purely clinical and epidemiological at one end to the cellular, and even the molecular, level at the other. Furthermore, the studies supported range from those with immediate practical objectives to those which are concerned with opening up new fields of knowledge to provide a basis for later practical applications. All these different aspects of allocating resources have to be reconciled with each other and means exist towards this end.
The Council's policies involve the taking of initiatives in supporting new ventures by any appropriate means as well as operating selective policies on applications received. The Council's staffing policies are designed to complement those of the universities and the Health Service as far as research is concerned, with the object of allowing the optimum movement in either direction at all levels.
Dr P 0 Williams (The Wellcome Trust, 52 Queen Anne Street, London WI)
The Support of Medical Research by Charitable Foundations
The function of charitable organizations that support research is to aim to fill the gaps left by government organizations such as the MRC. These funds provide some £20 million per annum for medical research, and the Weilcome Trust, the largest foundation, has an income of £2.5 million per annum. The charitable funds are thus very important for the support of change and development in the universities.
The foundations are not merely an alternative source of support for those disappointed by the MRC. I consider that they can play the following special roles:
(1) To provide an alternative source for those whose research the government mechanism has rejected.
(2) To increase flexibility in the support ofresearch through: (a) the stimulation of interest in neglected topics; (b) the support of novel and more speculative ideas in which there may be a greater risk of failure.
(3) In situations where the government cannot act, for example in the international field or on the problems of poor countries. (4) Where a quick response is needed for a special opportunity.
By concentrating on a comparatively small topic area foundations can build up the necessary structure to carry out these roles.
Anyone who has ever sought support for research will appreciate the importance of alternative funds. There is, however, a strong case for some type of information centre to give details about the multiplicity of funds available for medical research.
